
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_4770706fdea021b3b48a65f56e92a848_WMJs6i_html_5d084f1c.jpg]

 



THE PRAIRIE CHICKEN KILL


Book Four of the Truman Smith Mystery Series

By Bill Crider

[image: tmp_4770706fdea021b3b48a65f56e92a848_WMJs6i_html_77ad453.jpg]

A Gordian Knot Mystery

Gordian Knot is an imprint of Crossroad
Press

Digital Edition published by Crossroad
Press

Smashwords Edition published at Smashwords by
Crossroad Press

Digital Edition Copyright © 2014 / Bill
Crider

 



LICENSE
NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you
share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it,
or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return
to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you
for respecting the hard work of this author.

 



Meet the Author

[image: tmp_4770706fdea021b3b48a65f56e92a848_WMJs6i_html_37d65c8a.jpg]

1BILL CRIDER is
the author of more than fifty published novels and numerous short
stories. He won the Anthony Award for best first mystery novel in
1987 for Too Late to Die and was nominated for the Shamus Award for
best first private-eye novel for Dead on the Island. He won the
Golden Duck award for “best juvenile science fiction novel” for
Mike Gonzo and the UFO Terror. He and his wife, Judy, won the best
short story Anthony in 2002 for their story “Chocolate Moose.” His
story “Cranked” from Damn Near Dead (Busted Flush Press) was
nominated for the Edgar award for best short story.

Check out his homepage
at: http:// www.billcrider.com - or take a look at his peculiar
blog at http://billcrider.blogspot.com

Book List

Novels:

The Sheriff Dan Rhodes Mystery Series

Too Late to Die

Shotgun Saturday Night

Cursed to Death

Death on the Move

Evil at the Root

Booked for a Hanging

Murder Most Fowl

Winning Can Be Murder

Death by Accident

A Ghost of a
Chance

A Romantic Way to
Die

Red, White, and
Blue Murder

“The Empty Manger,” (novella in the
collection entitled Murder, Mayhem, and Mistletoe.)

A Mammoth
Murder

Murder Among the
O.W.L.S.

Of All Sad
Words

Murder in Four
Parts

Murder in the
Air

The Wild Hog
Murders

The Murder of a Beauty
Shop Queen

The Carl Burns Mystery Series

One Dead Dean

Dying Voices

…A Dangerous Thing

Dead Soldiers

The Truman Smith Mystery Series

Dead on the Island

Gator Kill

When Old Men Die

The Prairie Chicken Kill

Murder Takes a
Break

The Sally Good Mystery Series

Murder Is An Art

A Knife in the Back

A Bond with Death

The Stanley Waters Mystery Series (Willard
Scott, Co-Author)

Murder under Blue Skies

Murder in the Mist

Stand-Alone Mystery and Suspense Novels

Blood Marks

The Texas Capitol Murders

Houston Homicide (with
Clyde Wilson)

House-Name Spy Fiction

The Coyote Connection
(a Nick Carter book, in collaboration with Jack Davis)

Western Novels

Ryan Rides Back

Galveston Gunman

A Time for Hanging

Medicine Show

Outrage at Blanco

Texas Vigilante

As Colby Jackson:

Dead Man’s Revenge

Gabby Darbins and the
Slide-Rock Bolter

Horror Novels (all published under the
pseudonym “Jack MacLane”)

Keepers of the Beast

Goodnight, Moom

Blood Dreams

Rest in Peace

Just before Dark

Books for Young Readers

A Vampire Named Fred

Muttketeer

Mike Gonzo and the Sewer Monster

Mike Gonzo and the Almost Invisible Man

Mike Gonzo and the UFO
Terror

Short Story Collections:

The Nighttime is the
Right Time

 



DISCOVER
CROSSROAD PRESS


The Online Store

Subscribe to our newsletter

Visit our blogs for news on Books and Audiobooks

Find and follow us on Facebook

Join our group at 
Goodreads

 


[image: tmp_4770706fdea021b3b48a65f56e92a848_WMJs6i_html_m74ef2400.jpg]

We hope
you enjoyed this eBook and will seek out other books published by
Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as
possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If
you spot any errors, please contact us at publisher@crossroadpress.com
and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary
corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the
updated version of the eBook.

If you’d
like to be notified of new Crossroad Press titles when they are
published, please send an email to publisher@crossroadpress.com
and ask to be added to our mailing list.

If you
have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to
leave a review for this book at whatever retailer’s site you
purchased it from.

Thank you for your
assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad
Press.


THE PRAIRIE CHICKEN KILL




Chapter 1One

I was sitting on the
frayed plastic webbing of my only aluminum lawn chair reading an
old paperback copy of Tobacco Road when Dino drove up in an
‘81 Pontiac Bonneville that was the color of the foam on top of a
Gulf wave.

He stopped the car, got out, and crunched
across the oyster shell drive to where I was sitting in the shade
of one of the dark green oleander bushes that surrounded my house.
Dino’s house really, but he was letting me live there.

Nameless, the big orange tomcat who shared
the house with me, slipped out from under the bush where he’d been
chasing a gecko and clawed at Dino’s pants’ leg.

“I think he’s beginning to warm up to me,”
Dino said.

Nameless sat back and looked up at him,
green-eyed and expectant. “Mowrr?” he said.

“He thinks you’re here to feed him,” I said,
slipping the business card I used for a bookmark into Tobacco
Road and closing the book. “Just about the only time you come
by is when I’m not here and you’re taking care of him.”

Dino looked around uneasily. He didn’t like
being out of his house, where he spent most of his time watching
television. For a while he’d been hooked on the soaps and then on
talk shows, but now that the local cable franchise had added a
twenty-four-hour infomercial channel, he watched it almost
constantly.

“Let’s go inside,” he said. “It’s hot out
here.”

It was a typical Sunday afternoon in spring
on the Texas coast, warm and only slightly muggy. There was a
breeze from the Gulf stirring the oleander leaves and pushing along
the puffy flat-bottomed clouds overhead.

“It’s not so bad,” I said.

“Maybe not, but I need a place to sit
down.”

It wasn’t that he needed a place to sit, any
more than it was the heat. It was just that Dino was never
comfortable unless he was inside, and he was only marginally
comfortable inside unless he was in his own house.

I stuck the book under my arm and stood
up.

“You read some funny stuff,” Dino said.

“Some of it’s pretty funny,” I said, taking
out the book and looking at the cover. “But not all of it.”

“You know what I mean. I bet there’s nobody
else in the whole country reading that book right now.”

He was probably right. Not too many people
cared about Erskine Caldwell these days. Maybe that was why I was
reading the book.

“It was considered pretty hot stuff at one
time,” I said.

“When was that?”

“A long time ago. Let’s go in.”

We went inside and Nameless followed in hopes
that someone might give him something to eat. It wouldn’t have
mattered if he’d eaten only ten minutes before; he was always ready
to eat again if he got the chance.

“I’ll feed you later,” I told him, and he
flopped down by my ratty sofa and started grooming himself, licking
under his front paw and then dragging the paw across his face.

“You want a Big Red?” I asked Dino.

“Is that all you have? Jesus, Tru, don’t you
know that stuff’ll kill you? I know this guy who works for the
distributor, and he tells me they never keep it around the
warehouse for very long after it goes in the can. He said it eats
right through the aluminum.”

“If my stomach were lined with aluminum, I’d
be worried. I’ve got ginger ale, though, if you want it.”

“I guess that’ll have to do.”

The house was furnished in Early Thrift Shop.
Dino sat in a recliner that wouldn’t recline, and I went into the
kitchen. Nameless got up, stretched, and followed me.

“How about turning on the air?” Dino
yelled.

I didn’t use the air-conditioning much. The
house was made of stone and surrounded by oleander bushes, and
there was always a breeze blowing in from the Gulf through the open
windows. Dino would have felt better if the windows were
closed.

“I couldn’t afford to pay the electric bill
if I ran the air,” I said, laying my book on the counter and
opening the refrigerator.

I had two liters of Big Red in a plastic
bottle. As far as I could tell it hadn’t eaten its way through the
plastic yet; there were no tell-tale red spots on the bottom of the
refrigerator. Well, to tell the truth there were a couple of
red spots, but I figured them for rust.

The ginger ale was in green-and-white cans.
They weren’t leaking either. I poured some Big Red in a glass and
popped open one of the cans of ginger ale for Dino.

Nameless was watching me hopefully. He said,
“Mowrr?”

“I told you I’d feed you later,” I said.

He followed me back into the living room. I
handed Dino his drink and sat on the sofa. A spring gave a muffled
twang, but it didn’t break through the cushion. Nameless sat by my
foot and resumed his grooming, a process that could last for as
little as ten seconds or as long as a quarter of an hour depending
on when he fell asleep.

“You didn’t have a glass for me?” Dino
asked.

“I washed off the top of the can,” I lied.
“It’s clean.”

He looked at the can suspiciously and took a
sip of the ginger ale. Then he made a face and said, “I wish you
had something a little stronger.”

“I thought you liked to stay in shape.”

“I do. I got me one of those Health Riders
and an Ab-Flex. My gut’s like iron. A little whiskey wouldn’t hurt
me.”

He did look fit, his shoulders broad and his
stomach flat. He was probably right about the whiskey not hurting
him, but I didn’t have any. Big Red was about as wild as I got.

“So why are you here?” I asked him. “Nameless
doesn’t need you to feed him, and you’re not exactly in the habit
of making social calls.”

He set the ginger ale can on top of the low
coffee table I’d bought at a garage sale. “Maybe I’m changing my
habits. Maybe I just wanted to come by, see my old buddy Truman,
see if he’s doing all right. Maybe I wanted to see your stupid
cat.”

“I doubt it,” I said without making any
attempt to defend Nameless’ intelligence. Nameless didn’t care; he
was already asleep, his head turned to one side, his paw thrown
over his eye. “I hope it’s not like the last time you came looking
for me.”

“When was that?”

He knew very well when that had been, but I
said, “When Outside Harry disappeared.”

“Oh. Yeah.” He picked up the ginger ale can
and took a swallow.

“Evelyn was with you that time. How’s she
doing?”

“She’s doing great. We get together a couple
of times a week now, go out and have some laughs.”

I tried to imagine that. I couldn’t.

“Where do you go?”

“Just around. We went to Moody Gardens and
saw that 3-D IMAX movie, the one they filmed under water. It was
like the fish were swimming in my lap.”

I couldn’t picture Dino at Moody Gardens or
anywhere else in Galveston, but maybe he was actually getting
better about leaving his house.

“You didn’t come here to tell me about the
movie, though, did you?”

“Hey, you like to fish. You oughta go see it.
That cat of yours would love it.”

For just a second or two I had an image of
Nameless sitting in my lap and wearing a specially-made little pair
of wrap-around polarized glasses. I smiled, and Dino said, “What’s
so funny?”

“Nothing.” I swirled what was left of my Big
Red around in the bottom of my glass. “Now why don’t you tell me
what you came out here for.”

“Geez, Tru, can’t we just have a little
conversation, like old times?”

“Sure we can. Later, maybe. But right now you
might as well get to the point.”

He sighed and set the ginger ale can back on
the coffee table. “All right. I got a call today from Lance
Garrison. He wants to talk to you.”

“Lance Garrison wants to talk to me?” That
was about as likely as Nameless in 3-D glasses. Garrison and I
hadn’t seen each other or spoken in more than twenty years. “What
about?”

“He didn’t say. He just asked me if I’d bring
you by his house this afternoon.”

“I’m not going to find anybody for him if
that’s what he wants.”

Finding people had been my job once, and
sometimes people still asked me to do it. I’d come back to
Galveston a few years ago to find my sister, and it hadn’t worked
out. I didn’t like to find people anymore.

“I don’t know what he wants,” Dino said. “I
owe him a favor or two, so I said I’d ask you.”

“I never liked him much.”

“He knows that. That’s why he called me
instead of you. You gonna go with me or not?”

I thought about it for a second. “I went
looking for Outside Harry because you asked me to. It didn’t turn
out so well.”

“Hey, it turned out all right. Besides, Lance
probably doesn’t want you to find anybody. Maybe he just wants to
talk over old times.”

“Not with me, he doesn’t.”

Dino stood up. “OK. I asked, and you turned
me down. I don’t blame you. I never liked Lance much, myself.”

“He made you some money, though, I hear.”

“Who told you that?”

“It’s just one of those things people talk
about,” I said. “Is it true?”

“Yeah, it’s true. That’s why I owe him a
favor or two.”

“All right,” I said. “I’ll talk to him.”

“But you won’t look for anybody, right?”

“Right.”

“I don’t blame you,” Dino said.

 



Chapter Two

Lance Garrison had
done the one thing that no real Galvestonian could forgive him for:
he’d been Born on the Island, but he’d moved to Houston and gotten
rich.

That wasn’t why I didn’t like him, but there
were plenty of others who held it against him. After all, the
animosity between Galveston and Houston went back more than a
hundred years. Galveston had been the jewel of the Gulf Coast in
the nineteenth century, but after Houston dug a ship channel to the
Gulf, Galveston went into a decline that in some ways continued
even now.

That was just fine with me. There was a
genteel, seedy charm to Galveston that Houston could never match;
its traffic-choked freeways and its smoggy skies give it all the
ambience of a back-room poker game at a life-insurance sales
convention. You had to feel sorry for a place like that, not hate
it. Other BOI’s didn’t see it that way, however. They hated Houston
and always would.

When he got out of college Lance Garrison
found a job with a brokerage firm there and discovered that he had
a real knack for picking stocks that were ready to explode. His
clients started making money, real money, and they made it fast.
Lance was investing right along with them, beginning with Wal-Mart
before anyone else had heard of it, and a software company that now
dominated the market.

He’d done so well that he’d owned a chunk of
the Houston Astros at one time, then sold it for a large profit.
But his smartest move recently had been to invest heavily in a
Houston-based computer firm that had outdistanced IBM and nearly
everyone else in the PC field.

How long a winning streak like Lance’s could
last was anyone’s guess, but it had been going on for so many years
now that no one really thought it would ever end. The rumor on the
Island was that he’d made so much money that he wouldn’t have time
to spend it all even if he lived forever.

And as if that weren’t bad enough, he’d done
something even worse. He’d moved back to Galveston.

He hadn’t moved back as a resident, though.
That was the bad part. Instead he’d built a week-end home in one of
the upscale developments on the western end of the Island, where
the streets had names like Jolly Roger Lane and Crossbones Avenue.
There wasn’t a Tobacco Road anywhere in the bunch.

Sometimes the people who owned these homes
jokingly called them “bait camps,” as if they were places out of
the Island’s past, places that smelled of shrimp and mullet and
squid, where the floors and cabinets were slippery with fish scales
and blood, where there were no screens on the doors or windows to
impede the breeze or the mosquitoes, and where you had to watch
your step to avoid crunching the shells of the hermit crabs that
scuttled across floors gritty with sand tracked in from the
beach.

The houses weren’t like that at all, of
course. There were pseudo-Victorian houses, pseudo-Queen Anne
houses, and houses that would look right at home on the shores of
the Mediterranean; there were houses in a southwestern style
straight from Santa Fe, and there were houses that looked as if
they might have been flown in intact from the French wine
country.

They were all built up on stilts, and they
were two, three, and four stories tall, with neat green lawns and
plenty of oleanders, hibiscus, and palm trees all around. I’d heard
that before the developers would allow you to fork over $200,000
for a lot, you had to sign a pledge stating that you’d plant at
least four palm trees. The oleanders and hibiscus, on the other
hand, were optional.

When we turned off Stewart Road toward the
development, there was a startlingly green golf course on our left
where a couple of golfers from the development stood beside a red
and white golf cart and wiped their foreheads while they swigged
some kind of designer water from plastic bottles. On our right
there was a small ranch with cattle grazing under oak trees and in
an open pasture.

“You’d think the ranch owners would just sell
out,” Dino said. “The way cattle prices are right now, they could
make a lot more money by selling their land than they can from
raising cows.”

“They could make a lot more money by selling
out even if cattle prices doubled,” I said. “Or tripled. Maybe they
just like working with cattle better than playing golf.”

Dino grinned. “Yeah.”

He liked money, but he didn’t like golf. You
had to play it outside. Of course you had to go outside to take
care of cattle, too, but if Dino owned a ranch he could hire
someone to do all the work. He could probably have hired someone to
play golf for him, too, but it wouldn’t have been the same.

We turned left into the development, and I
could see all the Jaguars parked beneath the houses. Lexus,
Infiniti, and Mercedes were well represented, though BMW didn’t
seem as popular as it once had. There was even a Cadillac or
two.

I didn’t see any other 1981 Pontiac
Bonnevilles.

Canals leading to the bay ran beside most of
the houses, and there were boats pulled up in slings, ready to drop
down in the water at a moment’s notice whenever the owner wanted a
short cruise.

Garrison’s house was on the Bay side of the
Island, which I assumed was his one concession to being a native. A
lot of real Galvestonians pride themselves on how seldom they
actually see the Gulf. The house was located right on the bay front
so that there wouldn’t be anything between it and the sunset.

It was pretty impressive, very modernist,
with shadows hiding in the sharp angles and the sun glinting off
what seemed like acres of glass. Not to mention palm trees. There
were a lot more than four. I counted ten before I stopped. No
hibiscus, though.

The house sat on two lots instead of one, and
figuring that construction costs ran somewhere in the neighborhood
of two hundred dollars a square foot, we were looking at a house
that had cost Lance about six hundred thousand bucks. Throw in the
cost of the lots, and Garrison had spent something like a cool
million on his little bait camp. That was quite a bit to a guy like
me, but not much more than everyone else around him had laid out. I
wondered if any of them had ever considered the risks.

Of course the Jags and other luxury cars
would no doubt be somewhere inland if a hurricane blew across the
island, but I thought it was a little foolish to spend six hundred
grand for a house that could be toppled in seconds by a Force 2
gale. The stilts might keep the carpet dry when the storm surge
came, but not if the house was already sinking in the bay. I
wondered if the insurance carriers ever spent any sleepless nights
thinking about what even a moderate storm could do. Probably
not.

There was a black Acura Legend and a red
Toyota MR-3 parked under Lance’s house. Dino pulled in behind the
Acura and said, “This is the place.”

“You come here often?”

He gave me a look. “I asked for directions
when Lance called me. I might not get out much, but I can follow
directions.”

“Getting a little touchy, are we?”

Dino didn’t answer. He got out of the car and
slammed the door behind him.

I got out, too, and stood there in the
declining afternoon. The only sounds were from a lawn mower a
couple of houses away and a couple of gulls that were circling
overhead. The sun was beginning to sink across the bay. With the
clouds over in that direction shading from gray to indigo, we were
in for a spectacular sunset. I took a deep breath of the Gulf air,
inhaling the scent of dead crabs, drying seaweed, salt, and
sand.

“You gonna stand there and stare around, or
are we going in?” Dino asked.

“What? You don’t like it out here?”

He didn’t have anything to say about that,
either. He started up the stairway on the shady side of the house,
and I followed along behind him.

“How long has it been since you saw
Garrison?” I asked.

Dino stopped and turned back to look at me.
“Nine or ten years, I guess. I do my business on the phone when I
can. Why?”

“I just wondered if he was still ‘most
handsome.’”

“He never would’ve got that if the class had
voted after you broke his nose.”

“You think he remembers that?”

“I do,” Dino said. “And you do. And it wasn’t
us who got our noses broken.”

“So you’re telling me you think he
remembers?”

“I’m just saying that I remember. I
don’t know about Lance. Anyway, even if he remembers, he wants to
see you. He asked me to bring you as a favor, so I’m bringing you.
Are you getting cold feet?”

I wasn’t, but I wasn’t exactly eager to see
Lance, either. He, Dino, and I had played on the high school
football team together a long time ago, and Lance had had as much
talent and ability as either of us, which, not to be overly modest
about it, was saying a lot; Dino and I were both pretty good.

But Lance, who was wide receiver, dogged it
on the field during practice, and he sometimes dogged it during a
game. He was always worried that he might get hurt if he went all
out, and there was a rumor that he was worried about more than
getting hurt — he was afraid that he might get hit in the face and
mess up his looks.

I confronted him in the dressing room after
one particularly close game in which I thought he’d cost us a
touchdown, and not so incidentally a win, because he chose to fall
down rather than try to run over a free safety whom he out-weighed
by twenty pounds.

I don’t remember what I said, or what he
answered, but I know that we were both suddenly angry in the way
that seventeen-year-olds sometimes get angry, our faces red and the
adrenaline surging through us like electric shocks.

He hit me first, though he later claimed that
he hadn’t. It didn’t do him any good to make the claim, since
everyone on the team was watching and saw him swing a looping right
that slid off my cheekbone and opened a thin red cut.

I didn’t wait for him to swing again. I
punched him with a straight right to the nose and felt the
satisfying crunch of cartilage giving way.

He hit the floor like he’d hit the field
avoiding the safety, and that was the end of the fight. It was also
the end of Lance Garrison’s football career. The trainer took him
to the hospital, and he turned in his equipment the next Monday
afternoon after the team had taken the field to practice. He never
played another down.

I thought about my knee and how I’d ruined it
later on in college. I would have been a lot smarter if I’d never
played another down of football, either, but in those days I
thought there was some kind of magic about me that would keep the
injuries away forever.

I’d been wrong, of course.

“Well?” Dino said. “Are we going in, or are
we going to stand out here on the stairs all day? You decide. It’s
you he wants to see.”

“He didn’t tell you why, huh?”

Dino gave an exaggerated sigh and looked up
at the sky. The seagulls were still circling.

“Maybe he wants to break your nose,” he said
finally. “But it’ll be dark in an hour or so. If we stay out here
till then, we might be able to sneak away without him seeing
us.”

“Sarcasm doesn’t become you,” I said.

“Yeah. And neither does standing out here on
the stairs all day.”

“All right. Let’s go see what Lance wants
with me.”

“Yeah,” Dino said. “How bad can it be?”

“Probably no worse than a visit to the
dentist,” I said.

As it turned out in the long run, I was wrong
about that, too.

 



Chapter Three

Lance came to the
door himself. I’d hoped that he’d look old and tired, that his face
would have sagged and his hair fallen out.

Much to my disappointment, however, he looked
pretty much the way he had in high school. There was a little gray
in his hair, but there was still a lot of it. It was expensively
cut, and most of it was still jet black, like his eyes. There were
a few wrinkles in his forehead, but his chin still might have been
chiseled from granite, and his mouth still had that little twist
that was almost a sneer. He’d had his nose fixed; it was narrow and
straight, and if I hadn’t broken it myself, I would never have
guessed that it had ever been less than perfect.

He was wearing Birkenstocks, a pair of tan
cotton slacks with even fewer wrinkles than his face, and a navy
blue sport shirt with no pockets. There was a colorful little polo
player stitched on the left side of the shirt where a pocket should
have been.

“Truman Smith,” he said, sticking out his
right hand. He was holding a drink of some kind in his left. “It’s
been a long time.”

I think the proper response to that is
supposed to be something like, “Too long” or “You’re right. It
has been a long time. We should get together more often.”
But I didn’t feel that way at all. As far as I was concerned,
another twenty years or so wouldn’t be too long, and I didn’t want
to get together with him now, much less more often.

So I shook his hand and said, “Hello, Lance.
Dino says you want to talk to me about something.”

He let go of my hand. “You always were
direct, Tru. You, too, Dino. I haven’t seen you for a while,
either.”

“I don’t get out much,” Dino said, and I
laughed.

“What’s so funny?” Lance asked, looking from
Dino to me as if he thought we might be laughing at him.

“Private joke,” I said.

“Oh,” Lance said, smiling and showing his
straight, white teeth. “Sure.”

He led us through a short paneled hall and
into a long room fronted with heavily tinted glass. The hardwood
floors gleamed where they weren’t covered by what looked like
genuine antique Persian rugs. I didn’t have a good eye for that
sort of thing, though. I bought my own rugs at one of K-Mart’s
remnant sales.

I looked up from the rugs and out over the
bay at the sailboats tilting on the water and the clouds that were
now beginning to turn reddish-orange around the edges as the sun
sank behind them.

“Nice view,” I said.

“That’s why I built this place,” Lance said.
“You can’t see a sunset like that in Houston.”

“You can’t even see the sun in
Houston,” Dino said. “Not most days, anyway.”

Someone laughed, and I looked over to where a
woman was sitting on a low couch that cost two or three times as
much as Dino could get for his Pontiac.

I looked over and the woman smiled at me.
“Hello, Tru. Dino hasn’t changed a bit has he?”

“Anne?” I said.

She laughed again. “I’m glad you recognized
me. I was afraid I’d changed more than Dino has.”

She hadn’t changed at all, that was the
thing. That was why my mouth was dry and why my knees were suddenly
weak and why I felt as if a little man inside my chest was slugging
me in the heart with a tiny sledgehammer.

“Close your mouth, Tru,” Lance said. “Can I
get you and Dino something to drink?”

“You got a Big Red?” Dino asked.

“A what?”

“Never mind. Bring me a gin and tonic and
bring Tru here a glass of water. He looks like he needs it.”

I needed something, that was for sure. “Water
will be fine,” I croaked.

“Perrier?”

“Tap water.”

I didn’t like water that fizzed, not unless
it was flavored like Big Red. Lance shook his head at my unrefined
tastes and disappeared from the room.

Anne got up from the couch and started toward
me. Long legs in faded Levi’s, blonde hair that fell to her
shoulders. Blue eyes and red lips. I felt as awkward as if I were
seventeen again.

When she got closer I could see the lines
that crinkled the corners of her eyes and the way the blonde hair
faded slightly to gray at the temples, but it didn’t matter. She
was still Anne Temple, the first girl I’d ever loved.

“It’s been a long time, Tru,” she said,
extending her hand.

I took her hand, still smooth and slim, and
this time I said what was expected. “Too long. If I’d known that
you were in Galveston, I’d have tried to see you sooner.”

“Oh, I don’t live in Galveston. I just visit
occasionally.”

“Lance?” I had never regretted breaking his
nose, and I found myself wanting to break it again.

“Sometimes. Sometimes I come to see my
parents. They still live here. This time I came to see you.”

“Me?”

“You can let go of her hand now,” Dino said.
“This isn’t the senior prom.”

I hadn’t realized he was still in the room. I
let Anne remove her hand from mine and said, “What did you want to
see me about?”

“Lance will tell you. It’s more his story
than mine.”

Lance came back into the room just then,
carrying a silver tray with three glasses on it.

“And I’ll tell you in a minute,” he said,
handing Dino a highball glass. “I believe you wanted water, Tru.
I’m sorry I didn’t have a jelly glass to put it in.”

I
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